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County Agent’s Notes:

July 7, 2001

Prevent accidents involving children on farms…
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Every year in rural America, a great tragedy continues to unfold- the accidental
injury or death of farm children. Farm children are at least twice as likely to die in accidents as
their city cousins. Prevention efforts continue to be hampered by lack of funding, low perceived
need, and a general lack of safety consciousness.
In the 1980’s, agriculture became the nation’s leading industry for accidents, with 49
per 100,000 workers. Agriculture has also experienced the largest proportional increase in
fatalities of any occupation, even though the number of farm workers decreased. Agriculture has
high accident rates for several reasons. Most common among these is the fact that a great deal of
farm work is done under adverse conditions, such as rain, snow, mud, and temperature extremes.
Also, spouses, children, and relatives may be asked to work on a farm without much regard for
their knowledge of equipment and other hazards. As a result, agriculture also has the highest
incidence of accidental death in children.
Studies suggest that farm accidents are not random occurrences. Younger farmers’
families have more accidents. Farm families having higher debt loads are also at greater risk
since family members work longer hours and may take unacceptable risks in their efforts to get
work done.
Almost half of farm deaths and injuries occur in relation to farm machinery. Researchers
have found serious discrepancies in what parents say about children using farm machinery and
what they actually do on the farm. In one study 79% of parents said that it was acceptable to let
children ride a tractor with a parent or another adult, but 90% were actually allowing their 7-9
year old children to ride. 13% believed 7-9 year olds were capable of operating tractors, but
29% of 7-9 year olds were actually driving tractors. 16% said children 7-9 shouldn't be within
10 feet of rotating machinery, but 27% were allowing their children to be this close or closer
while the machines were operating.
Farm accidents kill 200-300 children and cause thousands of injuries every year. These
figures may not be accurate since drownings, firearms accidents, and vehicle accidents on farms
may not be considered as agricultural in nature.
Programs targeting the problem of farm safety in general, and especially in the case of
farm children may help the situation, however just spending money on a program will not solve
the problem. A perception exists among farmers, Extension personnel like myself, and others
that even though safety is important, it is less of a concern than other issues. The fact is that no
matter how urgent some chore may seem it is not worth the risk of causing serious injury to
anyone, particularly a child who has an entire lifetime ahead.

Like many of you I grew up on a farm, and I can remember several narrow escapes that
could have taken my life in an instant. Through it all, however I learned a great deal about how
things work and how to be more careful; thankfully I’m still here to talk about it. As I travel
around the area I see children doing many things that are hazardous, such as riding tractors with
adults while mowing, disking, and other things.
Once in another part of the state I noticed a huge tractor pulling a disk that was probably
thirty feet wide, but I could not see anyone driving. I stopped to see the farmer, and the tractor
came to the edge of the field and stopped; out jumped a skinny little girl that could not have been
over ten years old. This sort of thing has gone on forever, and in many ways it’s good because
work is good for kids, however they should always be closely supervised. A simple equipment
malfunction that an adult could deal with might be fatal for a young operator.
All-terrain vehicles are especially popular with children, and I guess the thing that
prompted me to do this article that some of you may not really like was that I met three little girls
riding an ATF along a busy highway last week. On that same road were farm machinery, heavy
trucks, and people in a hurry to get somewhere. The oldest of the three was perhaps 10, and they
were having a great time, laughing and waving at everyone who passed by. I think there was a
fourth passenger on that ATV; an angel had to be along for the ride because I have not heard of
an accident in that area.
We need to spend time with our kids, and for some of us the only time we have is during
work. Don’t fail to instruct you kids on how to be safe, and don’t take unnecessary risks. I’m
sorry if I have stepped on any toes here, but if this reminder can prevent even one accident then
you can get upset with me all you want and I will be happy. Our children are too important to
take chances with their lives.

